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The 19 th Critical Realist Conference, held in Cardiff over the second week of July 2016, addressed the theme of 'critical realism and de/humanisation'. That dual theme referred both to the corrosion of humanity and to the latter's potential reinstatement.
The conference attracted over 70 quality papers, which says probably more about the health of the critical realist movement than about participants' inclination to spend the sunniest week of the year in Wales. The topic of de/humanisation seemed reasonably attractive and many a conference delegate joked that, for once, the keynote speeches addressed the conference's theme.
In many ways, our current epoch witnesses dehumanised social relations. While alienation (Marx) and disenchantment (Weber) or the deficit in social solidarity (Durkheim) are by no means recent phenomena, processes of dehumanisation continue to prevail in most spheres of society. In the public sphere, discussions which privilege compliance with bureaucratic regulations and quantifiable indicators (such as GDP and its growth) over human needs and flourishing, have the effect of excluding large portions of the electorate from public debate while accelerating the demise of the Welfare State.
In the economic sphere, the financialisation of the economy and the spread of market ownership tend to privilege economic profitability over human well-being.
Corporate Social Responsibility is thus deployed as a rhetorical device whose injunctions are followed mostly when they are profitable to corporate shareholders.
Yet, contemporary observers of capitalism witness suffering, destitution and ethical corrosion, both in richer and in poorer countries. Equally worryingly, the private sphere also seems to have undergone dehumanisation: for instance, impersonal relations are the lot of ever-growing urban centres, whilst familial duties of care are gradually replaced either by indifference or by reliance on salaried transactions with professional carers.
The dehumanisation of society is mirrored, and perhaps intensified, by the exclusion of the notion of 'human' and 'humanity' from the social sciences and humanities in the second half of the 20 th Century. While philosophers such as Foucault, or more recently Butler, have warned against taken for granted conceptions of the human, their warnings seem to have produced an effacement, rather than a problematisation, of the category of 'human'.
The realist tradition provides, however, salutary exceptions to this trend. In his dialectical critical realism, Bhaskar (1993 Bhaskar ( , 1994 'minimal humanism' and in sociology Archer (2000) , Sayer (2011) and Smith (2010) have taken stock of the absence of human subjects from social scientific accounts and sketched the contours of a humanist social science. Altogether, CR provides a meta-theoretical framework that allows us both to take stock of dehumanisation and to imagine ways in which we can rehumanise ourselves, our cultures and our societies.
The five contributions gathered in this special issue on de/humanisation examine and discuss, from resolutely CR perspectives, key aspects of contemporary de/humanisation. The first contribution, by Doug Porpora, provides a philosophical discussion of how and why humanism has been avoided or vilified in contemporary Both Kahn and Wimalasena achieve a remarkable balance that respects the subtle complexity of the human persons who populate their studies but without ever abandoning the guiding idea of a common human nature in play behind its myriad manifestations. Thus, they produce coherent and convincing accounts of how rehumanisation can and should be conducted by the very actors whose humanity is at stake.
The last papers that constitute this special issue are a review essay by Hans Despain and reviews by Harvey Shoolman and by Alan Norrie of two recent books that advance our understanding of critical realism as a form of humanism.
Despain reviews four books (three authors) which problematise taken-for-granted conceptions of debt, finance and public governance. His review is informed, reflexive and critical. Rather than a mere critical summary, his paper builds on dialectical CR to sketch an alternative perspective on the financial mechanisms conducive to many contemporary forms of dehumanisation.
Shoolman reviews Roy Bhaskar's posthumous book (2016), Enlightened
Common Sense which offers an abbreviated restatement of the evolution of its author's philosophy since the publication of A Realist Theory of Science in 1975.
While the CR community is still mourning the loss of one of its founding figures, Shoolman provides an enthusiastic review that attempts a tour de force as it summarises (the summary of) 40 years of intense and circumvoluted philosophical reflection. While all of us may not share Shoolman's assessment that 'it is a salutary fact that such a talented and influential thinker [Bhaskar] was deprived of a chair in the UK and had to be content with the grandiloquent title of "World Scholar" at an institution that was only prepared to offer him a part-time contract of employment', we nonetheless wholeheartedly agree with him that 'Bhaskar's nightmare is the (Meliou and Edwards, 2017) , has recently begun to consider the 'relational reflexivity' of women entrepreneurs as they confront familial upheavals to deliver social cohesion and not just economic outputs. Another project worthy of attention is provided by the Centre for Social
Ontology, a group of 12 or so writers led by Margaret Archer, who are currently starting an ambitious project on the challenges to human nature brought by antihumanism, trans-humanism and post-humanism. These latter movements pose challenges for realist humanists, yet it must also be noted that notions of human reflexivity based on a CR ontology are increasingly permeating scholarly domains such as neo-institutionalism (e.g., Mutch, 2007) and might thus expand debates on humanism and de-humanism in new and exciting directions.
